who is a child with special needs 
in the international setting? 

what can you expect to find for your 
child who has a learning disability? 

what can you find for your gifted child? 

first: get an accurate picture 

second: get detailed information 

third: face the big decision 

the application process 

going to the next post or 
going home again 

enjoy! 
resources 




E! very year hundreds of U.S. families with children with 
special needs have to make career-related decisions about 
I whether to go overseas and if so, where. This booklet is 
designed to help you think through such decisions and, once you 
decide whether, when, and where to go, to facilitate your child's 
transition to the most appropriate school setting (and the biggest 
welcome) possible. Decide first what is right for your family and 
then become proactive in facilitating a collaborative relationship 
with the educators overseas who are going to partner with you 
in this venture. 




Who is a 
"child with special ne^s" 
in the international setting? 
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While there is no official definition of 
a "child with special needs," it can be 
a child who has problems with learn- 
ing or it can be a child who is gifted — 
or some combination of such issues. 
If your child has problems with learn- 
ing, behavior, mobility, vision, or 
hearing; or requires specialized med- 
ical care or occupational, physical, or 
speech therapy; or needs any but very 
minor adaptations in the regular 
school routine - then you have a child 
with "learning disabilties." If your 
child needs educational adaptations 
because he/she is academically more 
mature and advanced than his/her 
age peers - then your child is consid- 
ered "gifted/' While independent 
overseas schools are under no obliga- 
tion to assess your child's special 
needs in the same way you or your 
child's school in the United States 
does, you should be looking at what 



you know about your child and what 
it takes to keep him or her healthy, 
growing well, and successful in 
school. 

Most U.S. Government and private 
sector families abroad place their chil- 
dren in private, independent schools 
that are not governed by the laws of 
the United States with regards to 
whom they must accept or what serv- 
ices they must provide. While you are 
not limited to American or interna- 
tional independent schools and can 
consider host-country schools as well 
as schools of other countries and even 
home schooling, the American and 
international schools are more likely 
to be able to discern whether they 
will be able to provide your child 
with adequate educational services. 
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What can you expect to 
find for your child )yho has 
a learning disability? 
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There have been significant improve- 
ments over the years in the willing- 
ness and expertise with which over- 
seas schools are able and willing to 
support children with mild to mod- 
erate special needs. Many of them 
have added a specialist in learning 
disabilities to their faculty, some- 
times offering an hour or two in a 
special classroom, more often sup- 
porting teachers in the regular class- 
room. Virtually all schools offer spe- 
cial support to English language 
learners. Much less frequently, you 
may find a psychologist, speech spe- 
cialist, or even an occupational thera- 
pist on the school staff; more often, 
there will be links to such profession- 
als in the community, if they exist. 
You will not find the array of spe- 
cialists you can expect to assist your 
child in the public schools at home. 

Remember that these are independ- 
ent schools much like mainstream 
private schools in the United States. 
They do not necessarily see them- 
selves as serving all children, 
although they do generally attempt 
to give special consideration to 
dependents of U.S. Government 
employees. The older, larger schools, 
especially those in well-to-do capi- 
tals, tend to be highly selective and 
academically demanding. While 
most directors and teachers are sym- 
pathetic to incoming students, expec- 
tations are relatively high and the 
support offered to students with spe- 
cial needs, even by specialists, 
should be seen in that context. 
Smaller, growing schools may be 
more flexible but are generally also 
operating with limited resources. 



very much like smaller schools in the 
United States that are trying to get 
on their feet. 

Additionally, while the faculty is 
likely to include some U.S. -trained 
teachers, you can expect a truly 
international group who will bring a 
richness of outlooks to the educa- 
tional scene. They may not, however, 
see your child with special needs in 
the same way that U.S.-trained teach- 
ers do, may use different terminolo- 
gy and follow different theories, and 
may not be trained to provide the 
accommodations that you have 
found so important in making your 
child successful. Don't give up, but 
be prepared for tactful negotiations, 
and bring as much knowledge as 
you can to help teachers see that 
your child can be successful with 
feasible classroom accommodations. 

If your child has attention deficit dis- 
order, and/ or quirks of personality 
that affect classroom behavior, then 
come with an explicit list of recom- 
mended accommodations from a 
psychologist and previous teachers. 
(A letter from a previous teacher 
who had a special feel for your child 
can be a real help.) Probably not all 
of these accommodations are going 
to be put into operation, and almost 
certainly not all the time. Be patient, 
and do as much as you can to enable 
your child to advocate for 
himself /herself when something 
would be helpful. Stay in touch with 
the teacher(s) and continually give 
positive feedback about things that 
are happening at school that have 
value for your child. 
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What can you expect to find 
for your gifted cliild? 




1 
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It is often just as difficult to secure 
accommodations for your gifted 
child as for a child with a learning 
disability, although securing admis- 
sion will be easier. Just as in inde- 
pendent schools in the United States, 
very few overseas schools have spe- 
cial programs for gifted children. 
Many schools believe that their cur- 
riculum is sufficiently demanding for 
any student, particularly the highly 
selective schools and those that offer 
Advanced Placement classes and/ or 
the International Baccalaureate pro- 
grams. Keep an open mind. 
Sometimes they are right! 

You need to bring a portfolio of your 
child's previous work, previous 
accommodations that have been 
helpful, and special experiences your 
child has had. If you know that a 
particular classroom placement (e.g., 
a more advanced grade or a more 
advanced course in one or two sub- 
jects) will be important, then try to 
negotiate that initially. Otherwise, 
give yourself and your child a few 
weeks to become acquainted with 
the school setting. 

Often, teachers can differentiate the 
curriculum experience of the stu- 



dents some of the time. Ideally, this 
will be accomplished by compacting 
(i.e., eliminating segments your child 
has already mastered, and shorten- 
ing others that can be learned quick- 
ly) and then, with the time saved, 
extending and deepening assignments 
to match the level and pace of your 
child's learning. This can sometimes 
be accomplished by substituting 
assignments (e.g., reading a different 
text or novel, modifying a project), 
by permitting the student to work 
ahead independently in the text or in 
the next grade's text, or by importing 
a more challenging unit of study not 
usually covered by the class. Because 
gifted students learn and think like 
older students, sometimes they can 
spend part of the day in a higher 
grade, develop their own projects 
and share them with the class, or 
even use on-line courses to substitute 
for or supplement the usual fare. In 
addition, participation in cross-age 
after school clubs such as chess or 
Junior Great Books, engaging in 
regional contests or debate leagues, 
using after-school tutoring in the 
host-country language and culture, 
or exploring career options in the 
community can enrich your child's 
learning. 
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wGet as accurate and thorough 
^a picture as you can of your 
child's special needs. 
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The basic rule: Develop for yourself a complete picture of your child's 
strengths and weaknesses, and the supports needed for him or her to be suc- 
cessful. Then, be up front with everyone - stateside and abroad - about your 
child and about your own expectations. Clear communication will lead to 
the healthiest situation for all concerned, especially your child. 



IZf Organize a portfolio for each of 
your children including, but not 
limited to, report cards and teacher 
comments, results of standardized 
testing, medical records, 504 agree- 
ments, brochures about the schools 
your child has attended, contact 
names at each school (including 
postal, telephone, e-mail address- 
es, and website, if available), out- 
of-school experiences (e.g., tutor- 
ing, summer programs, extracur- 
ricular activities), etc. 

IZI If your child is in special education 
in the United States, be sure to 
secure copies of all reports from 
psychological and educational 
assessments and Individual 
Education Plans (lEP) to share 
with the school so that personnel 
can develop an effective educa- 
tional program. 

0 Obtain an up-to-date comprehen- 
sive developmental assessment. 
Whether through the public school 
in which your child is currently 
enrolled or through private aus- 
pices, obtain current professional 
assessments of cognitive ability, 
school achievement, fine and gross 
motor skills, language, and what- 
ever other areas you have concerns 
about, as well as in areas of your 
child's strengths. Be sure to obtain 
and share a copy of the full report 



- not just a summary of scores, but 
a description of your child's 
behavior, scores of all the subtests 
(parts of larger tests) administered, 
and the psychologist's interpreta- 
tions and recommendations. If 
resources are not readily available 
in your community, contact the 
Office of Overseas Schools for the 
names of some assessment centers. 

IZI Talk frankly with your child's cur- 
rent teacher and any specialists 
currently working with him/her. 
What progress do they see? What 
services do they see as essential to 
maintain his or her current devel- 
opmental trajectory? What, if any- 
thing, could be dispensed with? 
What intervention is likely to make 
such a minor difference that it 
should not remain a major consid- 
eration? What interventions have 
worked in the past? 

IZI If your child is receiving medica- 
tion for a health problem, a behav- 
ioral problem, or attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder, be sure that 
the dosage is up-to-date. Begin this 
process early so that you can 
arrange for continuity of medica- 
tion when you go abroad, because 
even long-used medications (such 
as Ritalin) may not be available 
overseas. 
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0 If your child has been designated 
by your school district as "gifted", 
or you have other evidence that 
your child is significantly academ- 
ically advanced, then develop a 
similar portfolio of assessments 
and accomplishments. Be sure to 
include assessments of cognitive 
ability and academic achievement 
as well as descriptions of any pre- 
vious school accommodations or 
programs, talent-search informa- 
tion, awards, and/ or special sum- 
mer programs. In addition, it is 
often helpful to include a "snap- 
shot" of what your child is doing, 
being as objective as you can. This 
kind of information lends credibil- 
ity to your request for considera- 
tion of acceleration and/ or enrich- 
ment, such as a request that a child 
be allowed to bypass a grade, 
secure single-subject advance- 
ment, or receive differentiated 
instruction in a regular grade. 
However, it is important to keep in 
mind that many of the schools 
overseas are known for their aca- 
demic rigor, and your child may be 
significantly challenged in the reg- 
ular curriculum without partici- 
pating in a specific gifted program. 



0 Find out what allowances and 
services will be paid for by your 
employer (governmental or other). 
You may find that these are quite 
generous or that there will be serv- 
ices not covered that will affect 
your family's budget. Complete as 
much of this process as you can 
before you go, so that the school 
can be prepared to receive your 
child with services in place. 

0 Occasionally a child's home school 
district will be able to offer limited 
services while the child is overseas, 
particularly if the parents maintain 
a residence there. At a minimum, 
you can ask for interchange 
between the former teacher(s) and 
the new one(s) about what works 
with your child and what to avoid. 
The U.S.-based school district may 
also be able to offer assistive soft- 
ware for which they hold a license, 
specific books, etc. 





Hit 



^ Get detailed infoi 
S about potential school 
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Start early to accumulate as much knowledge as you can about the places you 
are contemplating. Gather information about schools and about any special- 
ized professionals you may need to call upon. You will want to find out not 
only about the availability of specialists - for example, pediatricians, physical 
therapists, speech therapists, etc. - but whether their training is compatible 
with your child's program and whether they speak English fluently (assum- 
ing that you and your child habitually speak English). 



■ Once you have begun a list of 
possible postings, start with the 
websites of the American and 
international schools in the cities 
you are contemplating. There are 
regional associations which list 
the member schools in their area. 
You can link with a number of 
these schools as well as the 
regional associations through the 
Office of Overseas Schools web 
site www.state.gOv/m/a/os/ . 

■ Look with particular care at over- 
seas "international" (as opposed 
to "American") schools. Some are 
first-rate and some are not. 
Furthermore, some follow 
American curricula and others use 
British or other approaches. (The 
latter issue may or may not be of 
significance to your family, 
depending on whether you plan 
to stay overseas for the long term 
or to return home after your first 
tour of duty.) 

■ Contact the office of Overseas 
Schools, e-mail 

OverseasSchools@state.gov, tel. 
202-261-8200. The office maintains 
direct contact with almost 200 
American-sponsored and interna- 
tional schools abroad, and, indi- 



rectly through the regional associ- 
ations, with many more. A special 
list is kept of additional independ- 
ent and parochial schools that 
serve students with special needs, 
though this information cannot be 
kept completely up-to-date. For 
more than 20 years, the Office of 
Overseas Schools has had a spe- 
cial interest in helping American- 
sponsored schools expand and 
upgrade their services to students 
with special needs. The office can 
respond to inquiries from both 
U.S. and non-U.S.-Government 
families. 

■ Begin an e-mail dialogue with the 
appropriate school contact person 
(this may be the director, the 
admissions director, a principal, or 
the person who heads special 
services). Ask for contact with 
parents of current or recent stu- 
dents who resemble your child 
and e-mail them with your ques- 
tions about not only the school 
but whether they have found 
alternatives and supplementary 
services in the community. 

■ Be sure to be specific about the 
grade levels at which your child 
will be enrolled during your over- 
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seas assignment. Special needs 
services are much more likely to 
be available at the elementary 
than at the secondary level. Many 
overseas schools pride themselves 
on being "college prep" and, how- 
ever supportive they may have 
been to younger children, provide 
only rigorous classes at the upper 
grades and no assistance whatso- 
ever for students who need assis- 



tance with life-skills training such 
as practical math and reading 
skills. 

■ If it might be appropriate for your 
child with special needs, investi- 
gate boarding schools in the 
United States for your child to 
attend while other family mem- 
bers fill an overseas assignment. 







"2 Face the big decision: 
£ balancing career needs ^ 
of parents and tlie family 
as a whole with the 
needs of the children. ||^ 
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This may be the hardest part for you: 
Should you go overseas at all? 

With all this information in hand, it is time for a serious parent discussion. 
Even if you can obtain medical clearance to go to one or more of the posts you 
are considering, you need to sit down and weigh carefully the career demands 
you are facing in light of the needs of all your family members. This is a huge 
issue for some families, especially those in Foreign Service branches of the 
government in which overseas postings are essential for career advancement. 
If your child's special needs are such that in fact they can be met without 
question in the foreign setting, then this won't be a serious issue. But what if 
they can't, or you're not sure? The situation of the child with special needs 
occurs in the context of a family. You will also be taking into account the 
career advantages of the posting, the enriching experience and challenges of 
overseas living for your other children and family members, and also any dis- 
advantages, such as having to put a spouse's career on the back burner. 

There will be many eager to give you advice about the matter, but nobody can 
make this decision as wisely as you can. Let's be honest: the special needs of 
some children are so severe, or require such specialized care, that overseas 
assignments are not possible. More than likely, however, you'll be able to find 
a posting and school that will work if you start communications as early as 
possible and make them totally honest. You may, indeed, be surprised at what 
extraordinary arrangements can be extended, especially to U.S. Government 
families. 
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■ The application process 

Obtain application forms from the 
school(s) you are considering (often 
available on their web site). These 
may include teacher information 
inquiry forms that will greatly facili- 
tate the process. 

The biggest mistake that families make 
in going overseas with their child with 
special needs, is to hide the situation 
from the school because they fear their 
child will not be admitted. 

Some parents hope that, once they 
have made the move, the school will 
take pity and admit a child they 
might otherwise have turned down. 
The usual excuse given for less than 
total honesty is that the "records are 
delayed in the mail," or "are packed 
with household goods that aren't 
here yet." Such statements are 
unwise even if slightly true. The 
records should have been sent with 
the application. (If you have any 
doubt about whether they were 
received, bring copies in your per- 
sonal luggage.) In these days of 
telecommunicatons, all it takes is an 
inquiry from the new school director 
to the old one to obtain records and 
recommendations - and hidden 
information - almost instantaneously. 

Occasionally, especially for children 
who have behavior problems, par- 
ents truly hope that in a new setting, 
the problems will disappear. They 



seldom do. Indeed, the move may 
temporarily exacerbate the behavior. 
If teachers are forewarned, however, 
they can help a troubled child make 
a good transition much more effec- 
tively than if they have to figure out 
everything from scratch. 

When parents are less than up-front, 
schools are placed in a very difficult 
situation. They sincerely want to 
help families and children, and often 
are able to do so. With enough 
notice, they can sometimes prepare 
to serve a child who needs consider- 
able extra assistance. But creating a 
positive environment for a special- 
needs child requires an ongoing, 
active, working partnership between 
school and parents, and initial - even 
naive - deception on the part of par- 
ents will not start the partnership off 
well. 
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■ Going to the next post 
or going home again 

Remember that this whole process 
needs to be repeated at the close of 
your overseas assignment. Take care 
in choosing where your family goes 
next, and give yourself as much time 
as possible to prepare the way. Now 
that you know what it takes to create 
an effective transition, repeat all 
these steps with the new school, 
even if it is an "old" school to which 
you are returning. (Often personnel 
will have changed while you're 
gone.) If you are going to a new post 
in the United States, remember that 
there may be several neighboring 
school districts to choose from, some 
of which are more generous with 
services or more appropriate for 
your child or children than others. 
Be choosy. 

Be sure to keep a portfolio of all the 
documents you've exchanged with 
the school - report cards, memos 
after parent-teacher conferences, 
records of resource services, test 
reports, and samples of your child's 
work - so that you make the next 
transition as smoothly as you can. 
Give the teachers and therapists 
plenty of time so that they can write 
summaries which can help to 
smooth the way when the change 
occurs. 

If you are returning to a public 
school in the United States and have 
an address and the required docu- 
ments that allow you to enroll your 
child, you should begin a dialogue 



with the office in the local school dis- 
trict that deals with special education 
regarding your child's special needs. 
Overseas schools do not have the 
statutory authority to write a legally 
valid lEP. Families who are posted 
abroad need to be aware that their 
child's lEP could expire while on the 
tour of duty. If the lEP expires, the 
child will need to undergo the deter- 
mination of eligibility process again 
when the child returns to the United 
States in order to re-qualify for spe- 
cial education services. Many over- 
seas schools can write an educational 
plan that outlines goals and strate- 
gies for a child's education, but this 
is not the same legal document as an 
lEP written by a U.S. public school. 

■ Enjoy! 

Although this sounds very compli- 
cated, if you have a child with spe- 
cial needs, you are probably already 
quite accustomed to most of the 
steps we have recommended. The 
situation of going overseas is an 
extension of what you are already 
used to at home. You are likely to be 
pleasantly surprised at the quality of 
the partnership you are able to create 
with the new school on behalf of 
your child, in the context of all the 
mind-expanding possibilities of an 
expatriate experience. Preparation, 
openness, optimism, and respect 
among parents and educators are the 
essential ingredients for success for 
everyone in the family. We wish you 
and your family the very best! 



